The quest for a transcendent vision, with the accompanying danger posed by nervous overstimulation and exhaustion, contributes significantly to the Symbolist aesthetic tradition outlined by Frank Kermode in his classic 1957 study Romantic Image, although the Symbolists arguably understand this vision in a more impersonal way than the Romantics, as an effect of aesthetic form. Kermode's book usefully synthesizes strands of thought informing the early development of English as a discipline at university level. Like the Modernist authors whose indebtedness to Symbolism he traces, Kermode seeks to downplay the Symbolist tradition's 'pathological' dimension which, as he notes, had been thoroughly studied by Mario Praz in The Romantic Agony (73).
Kermode's own description, however, of this tradition's central concern with the question of how truth is to be 'embodied' (60), and its conception of the image as 'body-and-soul together' (115), indicates the relevance of medical thinking to Symbolist aesthetic theorizing. The image, like Romantic vision, is ambiguously either genuinely transcendent or a manifestation of nervous overstrain, and it is this ambiguity which is central to its aesthetic status, in that it is at once bodily and spiritual. The Symbolist preoccupation with finding a kind of language which will embody the immaterial intuitions of the poet is closely related to that Romantic organicism which, as I have shown, emerges from the influence of the medical thought of Erasmus Darwin, and his pupil Tom Wedgwood, on Wordsworth and Coleridge. The other aspect of this tradition, namely the necessary isolation of the artist which is caused, as Kermode notes, through 'diseases which are the consequences of uncontrolled feeling' (84), invokes the bodily spectre of nervous irritability and overstrain which constitutes the shadow side of Romantic vision, and which, as we have seen, informs the language of the Pre-Raphaelite debate, as well as the thinking of Hazlitt and Harriet Martineau. In a figure of thought derived from Yeats (and which now seems ripe for feminist deconstruction), Kermode emphasizes how the graceful poise of 'female beauty', particularly as represented by the image of the dancer, constitutes an antithesis to 'shapelessness and commonness [...] brought upon the body by the necessary labour of intellect ' (60) . This has a counterpart in the gendered aesthetics of Ann Radcliffe and Harriet Beecher Stowe, in which the female (or feminized Negro) subject's self-control enables them to embody the transcendent, and to resist the disintegration of personality represented by nervous irritability.
Kermode argues that all the criticism written by his contemporaries is basically Symbolist in orientation (138), so that the parallels between the aesthetic ideology he sketches and the earlier nineteenth-century authors studied in this book testify to the way in which mid twentieth-century criticism was permeated by a medicalized aesthetic in which the function of art was to offer a remedy, in the shape of formal integration, for modern civilization's assault on the nerves. The Modernist thinking synthesized by Kermode is resolutely elitist, focussing on a privileged aesthetic moment which rescues the subject from a chaotic and formless flux of experience. A use of these medical ideas to analyse a popular and democratic aesthetic, on the other hand, can be found in G. H. Lewes, whose writings, as we shall see, exert a significant influence on the development of English as a university discipline.
In 1872, G. H. Lewes published a review of the first two volumes of John Forster's life of Dickens in which he suggested that the key to understanding Dickens's work as a novelist lay in the 'marvellous vividness' of his imagination. 7 The article develops this claim into considerably more than the critical
